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Abstract 
Although the previous research pointed to the shortcomings of ELT textbooks as regards their representation of gender, it did not 
explain how ELT teachers perceive gendered texts in textbooks. In order to fill that information gap, this study attempted to 
obtain senior English language student teachers’ own perceptions of particular “gender-critical points” in primary level ELT 
textbooks. Student teachers’ views were probed by means of a survey which asked two open-ended questions and the survey was 
supplemented by focus group interviews. The findings revealed the range of possible ways Turkish student teachers dealt with 
gendered textbook texts. 
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1. Introduction 
Much attention was given in the last two decades of the twentieth century to assessing various manifestations of 
sexism in foreign language textbooks, mainly English language teaching (ELT) textbooks. Numerous content and 
linguistic analyses of ELT textbooks as regards their representation of gender uncovered different aspects of sexism, 
in texts and visuals. Porreca (1984) analyzed the specific ways in which sexist attitudes were covered through the 
language in 15 English language textbooks, the focus being on omission in text and illustrations, firstness, 
occupational visibility, nouns, masculine generic constructions and adjectives. The result was depressing: sexism 
continued to flourish in ELT materials. Schmitz (1984) developed guidelines for the purpose of reviewing foreign 
language textbooks for the presence of sex bias and identified such categories as omission, stereotyping, linguistic 
bias, isolation, superficiality and cultural inaccuracy. Similarly, Renner (1997) showed how sexism was overtly 
present in ELT texts and suggested ways of eliminating it from classroom practices. Poulou’s (1997) analysis of 
differences in the discourse of men and women in textbook dialogues also revealed that such materials had 
manifestations of sexism against women and had negative implications for female students.  
More recent analyses of foreign language textbooks as regards gender equity have not, unfortunately, provided the 
grounds for hope (Ansary & Babaii, 2003; ArÕkan, 2005; Çubukçu & SivaslÕgil, 2007; KÕzÕlaslan, 2008; Lee, 2008). 
 
* Irem KÕzÕlaslan. Tel: +90-232-420-4882.  
E-mail address: irem.kaslan@deu.edu.tr. 
© 2010 Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Irem Kızılaslan / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 2 (2010) 3528–3531 3529
Findings indicate that many ELT textbooks still contain rampant examples of gender bias, sexism and stereotyping. 
Women continue to be portrayed as timid, uncreative, dependent and inactive figures locked in the roles of mother 
and wife. All of these far-flung studies showed strikingly similar findings, as Blumberg (2008) put it shortly:  
1. Whether measured in lines of text, proportion of named characters (human or animal), mentions in titles,      
citations in indexes, and so forth, females were underrepresented. 
2. Moreover, females and males were shown in highly gender-stereotyped ways in the household as well as in 
the occupational division of labor, and in the actions, attitudes and traits portrayed. To wit: women were 
accommodating, nurturing drudges at home and in the few instances they were depicted at work it was in 
traditional activities; girls were passive conformists, while boys and men did almost all the impressive, noble, 
exciting and fun things and almost none of the caring, or “feminine” acts or jobs (p. 347). 
One glaring gap that needs to be filled in the existing research seems to be the exploration of teacher behavior in 
relation to gendered textbook texts, what Sunderland et al. (2000) called “teacher talk around the text”. Considering 
the possibility that looking at the text alone may be a fruitless behavior, Sunderland (2000) suggested that it is also 
necessary to look at how a text is used in class by teacher and students. Sunderland puts special emphasis on 
teachers’ use of text since she believes it is possible for a gender biased text to be rescued or put to good effect. To 
investigate this topic, Sunderland et al. (2001) conducted a study to show how teacher treatment cannot be predicted 
from the textbook text itself. Based on data collected in three different foreign language settings, the study provided 
some thick descriptions of the ways foreign language teachers handled the gendered content of textbooks. It also 
proposed an analytical framework which included different categories of teacher treatment of gendered texts such as 
exaggeration, endorsement, ignorance or subversion. 
Considering the implications Sunderland et al.’s study has for foreign language teacher education, the present 
study aimed to explore how ELT teacher trainees perceive gendered textbook texts. The aim of the research is not to 
make generalizations about the ways Turkish ELT student teachers perceive gender bias in texts. Rather, it attempts 
to provide a modest glimpse into the various experiences of student teachers with such texts.  
2. Method  
Qualitative methodology was chosen to garner the perceptions of student teachers as they understand the percept 
of gendered textbook texts. Participants are 68 senior ELT preservice teachers (52 females and 16 males) who were 
enrolled in a three-credit course taught by the research at a state university in western Turkey. Participation in the 
study required nothing outside the normal activities of the course which is designed to prepare senior student 
teachers to select and evaluate ELT teaching materials critically, particularly the coursebook. 
Data were collected by means of a survey which asked two questions and provided space for student teachers to 
explain their thinking about two gendered texts identified by the researcher in two locally prepared ELT textbooks 
which were prescribed by the Turkish Ministry of National Education to be used in primary level. The survey was 
conducted at the very beginning of the first term and students were not given any clue about the texts’ being 
gendered. The survey posed these two questions adopted from McGrath (2002): 
1.  Would you want to adapt any of the following texts if they appeared in a coursebook you were using? If so, 
which and why? 
2.  What changes would you make? Try to be as specific as possible. 
As a supplement to the survey questions, three follow-up group interviews were held in order to learn through 
discussion about conscious, semi-conscious and socio-cultural characteristics and processes among various groups 
(Berg, 2004). Altogether, 18 student teachers participated in these interviews. The sizes of the groups were five, six 
and seven students, and the sessions lasted for about one hour. The interviews were audio taped and transcribed for 
analysis. 
The five-step process described by LeCompte (2000) was utilized during the data analysis portion of this study. 
Having tidied up the data, the researcher found items relevant to the research questions. The data was organized into 
categories and patterns were made up of “taxonomies that seem to fit together or be related to one another” 
(LeCompte, 2000, p. 148). The fifth and final step involved linking patterns into groups so that the researcher could 
provide a detailed description of the research problem. Member checking (Creswell, 2002) was used to enhance the 
accuracy of findings. The student teachers agreed that the findings identified were accurate.  
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3. Findings 
3.1. Text 1: TV programs 
The first gender critical point was a dialogue between a married couple who discuss their favorite TV programs. 
The text appears in the seventh grade ELT textbook. When Mark claims that women generally watch series, Susan 
expresses disagreement with her husband and says that she is also interested in politics and art programs. In spite of 
its masculine bias, the text appears “progressive” in the sense that it “represents gender roles saliently broadened so 
as to extend the range of activities normally available to men and women” (Sunderland et al., 2001, p. 261). 
Student teachers’ responses to open-ended questions revealed that only five participant could identify gender bias 
in the text. Representative comments included the following: “I think the context of the dialogue is full of prejudices 
about general tendencies of women in their daily lives” or “The topic will lead to an unnecessary discussion between 
boys and girls, therefore, it’s not appropriate for seventh grade learners.” More interestingly, none of the participants 
could identify the text’s apparent non-traditional position on gender. 
When interviewed about the reasons for their ignorance of gender issues in this text, student teachers seemed to 
hold society and its processes of socialization responsible. For example, one student stated, “This is the fact of 
Turkish women in houses. My mother, my grandmother and the women that I know watch at least two series every 
week.” Another student added, “Usually men talk about politics in our culture.” It appears that student teachers 
accepted the stereotypical roles assigned to men and women in society and did not ever attempt to question them. 
In addition, student teachers perceived that it was necessary to avoid gender-based issues in class, as one 
indicated, “In a usual Turkish class, both the teacher and students will normally talk about TV programs in general, 
not about gender issues or gender roles presented in this text.” It seems to be the case that most of the student 
teachers in this study do not feel comfortable having class discussions on the portrayal of males and females in 
school texts since they perceive this option as potentially controversial and divisive. 
3.2. Text 2: parties      
The reading text, in Unit 9 of the sixth grade ELT textbook, was a dialogue in which two friends are talking about 
a rock concert for which the boy has got two tickets. Upon the boy’s invitation to the rock concert, the girl says, 
“I’m afraid I can’t come with you. I can’t go out in the evenings.” Accompanied by a photograph that displays the 
girl as a pathetic figure, the text apparently maintains a traditional representation of gender roles assigned to women 
in Turkish culture. This dialogue can be offensive to women learners, reflecting a stereotypical view about them as 
being less active and less independent than men. 
In survey responses and group discussions, however, there were only few references to the phenomenon of 
patriarchal dominance. A female student teacher stated, “The dialogue makes girls in the class unhappy. It affects 
their psychology,” while another added, “The girls in class may perceive that they shouldn’t go out at nights. They 
can have characters covered with boundaries about social norms in future.” Student teachers on the whole, however, 
seemed to ignore the gender issue and did not have much to say about the text as regards gender representation, as 
one illustrated, “This is the condition in Turkey. This is another fact of Turkish culture. Boys have much more 
freedom and rights in society.” This general lack of attention to gender issues in coursebooks was disturbing; given 
the potential effects such stereotypes may have on young learners. The data revealed that few student teachers 
indicated a serious worry about gender stereotypes and their detrimental effects on the development of learners’ self-
esteem and on the perceptions learners have of their own.  
Furthermore, the groups openly said that they would avoid touching on this thorny issue in class. They explained 
that they would find it hard to challenge some taboos, as one commented, “How can we say as teachers, ‘Girls you 
can go out at night’”. Therefore, they all agreed that they would pass over this gender-biased text if it appeared in a 
coursebook they were using.   
4. Conclusion and Implications      
A close observation of student teachers’ reactions to gender-critical points in ELT textbooks points to the fact that 
the majority of student teachers in this study ignored the gendered presuppositions in the texts and continued to be 
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largely gender-blind. This finding has some serious implications for English language teacher education in Turkey. 
In particular, it identifies an urgent need for teacher educators to gender-sensitize ELT student teachers. It seems 
clear that ELT textbooks still contain sex-stereotypes which may have profound effects on young people’s affective 
and cognitive development. Educators would seem to bear a special responsibility in increasing student teachers’ 
awareness of these issues, given the fact that textbooks occupy about 80% of classroom time (Blumberg, 2008). 
This preliminary study suggested that a text is arguably as good or as bad as the treatment it receives from the 
teacher who is using it, as pointed out earlier by Sunderland (2000). Findings revealed that ELT student teachers in 
this study passed over a potentially progressive feature of a text, let alone deal with gender bias in the latter.  It 
would, therefore, be important for teacher educators to deal with the questions of treatment of progressive and 
gender biased texts in sessions on materials selection, evaluation, design and use. In these sessions, student teachers 
can be shown that a gender-biased text does not have to mean gender biased teaching. Certain uses of activities such 
as reversing sex roles can be a means of subverting sexist discourse in language teaching materials. (Poulou, 1997; 
Sunderland, 2000).  
In conclusion, it seems essential for teacher educators and student teachers to come to terms with these thorny 
issues and decide upon the strategies for eliminating gender bias from ELT textbooks which still contain gender 
stereotypes. It is our hope that English language teaching departments of universities will provide young teachers 
with the type of knowledge and experience that is required for identifying and countering gender bias in ELT 
materials and for promoting gender equity in the classroom. This could help fight the problem of textbook sexism 
that may impair girls’ and boys’ understanding of the world and their places in it.    
As a complement to this study, a range of lessons in which different ELT teachers teach the same gendered texts 
could be observed and analyzed. Such investigations would shed light on the ways Turkish ELT teachers handle the 
gendered content of textbooks. It would be interesting to concentrate on the varied experiences of teachers and 
compare them with the findings from the present study.     
References  
Ansary, H. & Babaii, E. (2003). Subliminal sexism in ESL/EFL textbooks. Asian EFL Journal, 5(1).  
ArÕkan, A.  (2005). Age, gender and social class in ELT coursebooks: A critical study. Hacettepe University Journal of Education, 28, 29-38.  
Berg, B. L. (2004). Qualitative research methods. (5th ed.) Boston: Pearson.   
Blumberg, R. L. (2008). The invisible obstacle to educational equality: Gender bias in textbooks. Prospects, 38, 345-  361. 
Creswell, J. W. (2002). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating qualitative and qualitative research. Upper Saddle River,   
N.J.: Merrill. 
Çubukçu, H., & SivaslÕgil, P. (2007). Sexism in English language textbooks. Çukurova University Journal of Education, 3(34), 25-32.  
KÕzÕlaslan, I. (2008). Subliminal sexism in ELT textbooks. Proceedings of the First International Women’s Symposium on Literature, Language 
and Culture Studies, Eskiúehir, 307-313.  
LeCompte, M. D. (2000). Analyzing qualitative data. Theory into Practice, 39(3), 146-154. 
Lee, J. F. K. (2008). Gender voices in Hong Kong English textbooks – some past and current practices. Sex Roles,  59, 127-137.  
McGrath, I. (2002). Materials evaluation and design for language teaching. Great Britain: Edinburgh University Press. 
Porreca, K. L. (1984). Sexism in current ESL textbooks. TESOL Quarterly, 18(4), 705-724.   
Poulou, S. (1997). Sexism in the discourse roles of textbook dialogues. Language Learning Journal, 15, 68-73. 
Renner, C. (1997). Women are “busy, tall, and beautiful”: Looking at sexism in EFL materials. Paper presented at the National Seminar “Mind 
the Language” (21st, Rome, Italy, November 15-16, 1996) and at the Annual Meeting  of the Teachers of English to Speakers of Other 
Languages (31st, Orlando, FL, March 11-15, 1997). 
Sunderland, J. (2000). New understandings of gender and language classroom research: Texts, teacher talk and  student talk. Language Teaching 
Research, 4(2), 149-173.  
Sunderland, J., Rahim, F. A., Leontzakou, C., & Shattuck, J. (2001). From bias “in the text” to “teacher talk around  the text”: An exploration of 
teacher discourse and gendered foreign language textbook texts. Linguistics and Education, 11(3), 251-286. 
ùilit, G., & Arslantürk, Y. (2008). Spring 6, Ankara: Özgün. 
YalçÕnkaya, L., Ba÷du, L., & Sazer, A. B. (2008). My English 7. Ankara: Pasifik.   
   
